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Reinventinggovernment—initiatives to help make
government at ail levels more efficient and more
responsive to citizens" needs—has been a central
theme of the Clinton Administration. In some cases
this has meant reducing administrative layers or de-
centralizing authority and responsibility from federal,
to state, to local government. In other cases, it has
meant weeding out unneeded services and eliminating
regulatory barriers that increase the cost of doing
business more than they produce social or economic
benefit. In Durham, North Carolina, it has meant a
renewed effort to consolidate the cit^' and county
governments.
There have been a number of prior initiatives to
merge city and county government in Durham. As
recently as 1974, a consolidation plan was placed
before the electorate but was soundly defeated. In the
last twenty years, however, there have been some
significant changes in Durham that increase the likeli-
hood ofconsol idation approval. These include a merger
of the formerly separate, and largely racially divided,
county and city school systems, the merging of a
number ofcity and county functions into single agen-
cies, including city planning and inspections, and a
growing belief that Durham must be perceived as a
"good place to do business" in order to continue to
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share in the economic growth of the dynamic Re-
search Triangle Park region.
The final decision ofwhether the two local govern-
ments will eventually merge hinges, in large part, on
pol itical grounds, i.e., what will be the form ofa newly
constituted single elected body, and which community
and interest groups might gain or lose political power.
There are also a number of uncertainties about the
fiscal and economic impacts ofconsolidation that will
affect the decision of whether to go ahead with a
merger.
Durham County Manager George Williams ap-
proached the University ofNorth Carolina's Depart-
ment ofCity and Regional Planning about conducting
a study that would attempt to estimate the likely future
impacts ofcity and county government consolidation in
three broad areas:
1
.
Fiscal efficiency, cost savings, and tax rates.
2. Quality, effectiveness, and responsiveness of pro-
viding local government services.
3. Stimulationofeconomicdevelopmentinthecityand
county.
In addition, the study would identify issues learned
from other areas" experiences with city/county gov-
ernment consolidation that might make planning for,
and implementing, a consolidation in Durham work
more smoothly.
A team of second year master's degree students
under the supervision of Professor Harvey Goldstein
began the study during the fall of 1 993 . It soon became
evident to the team that the collection of information
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upon which estimates of impacts would based would
be difficult for several reasons. First, there were few
communities ofcomparable size and political structure
that had consolidated city and county governments,
and the resulting impacts had not been systematically
assessed. Second, citizens in Durham, by and large,
were not well-informed about the issue of consolida-
tion and thus their perceptions and attitudes about a
possible consolidation were difficult to elicit. And
finally, consolidation in Durham was "counter-fac-
tual," that is, we could not estimate the likely impacts
in the usual way by comparing this situation with
another situation of consolidation because the latter
could not be observed. These conditions made the
study more challenging than many of the team mem-
bers had anticipated, but at the same time they gave the
students a more realistic taste of how many planning
studies must be done "in the real world."
Given the study's goal, the lack of available re-
search, and the relative indifference ofsome Durham
groups, much of the study's findings were based on
interviews with Durham business, political, and com-
munity leaders. These interviews provided the most
insightful and relevant estimates ofconsolidation im-
pacts. A survey ofDurham-area businesses, an analy-
sis ofothercity and county government consolidations
in the United States, and an examination of literature
concerningconsolidations provided additional perspec-
tives.
What is Government Consolidation?
Before presenting the study resu Its, it may be useful
to review the current
structure of Durham
City and County gov-
ernments and that of
a
prospective consoli-
dated government.
Durham City occu-
pies about 25 percent
ofthe land in Durham
County but contains
about 75 percent of its
population.' What's
more, Durham Count\'
is a relatively small
county within North
Carolina. At present,
individual cityorcount>
departments have sole
responsibility for deliv-
ering a particular ser-
vice or performing a certain function. North Carolina
State law imposes many duties specifically on county
government, such as those pertaining to public educa-
tion, public health, social services, environmental qual-
ity, and thejudicial system . Likewise, the city maintains
exclusive responsibility for some functions, especially
those related to roads, water, and sewer. The two
governments have merged some formerly separate
services, such as Planning, Inspections, and Tax Col-
lection and Assessment.
Durham represents, for the most part, two govern-
ments ruling one people. Durham's continued annex-
ation of formerly rural areas tends to exacerbate the
confusion caused by service separation. Perhaps even
moreconfusing is service duplication; both the city and
county have continued to maintain responsibility for
several important services such as law enforcement,
fire protection, and rescue squads. Furthermore, there
are two distinct bodies of elected officials, the five-
member Board of County Commissioners and the
thirteen-meiTiber( including the Mayor) City Council.
Therefore, although a specific merged department or
a single department may be responsible for a particular
service or function, most departments are still respon-
sible to two separate political bodies.
A consolidated government's structure would be
quite different from the present city or county form.
Consolidation would merge services currently being
delivered by both governments and it would merge
elected officials into a single body. There would be one
set of elected officials and one source of government
services.
Impacts On: Prospective Impacts Cited by Respondents
Services • Few see short nin changes.
• Most predict negative, long run impacts that will become increasingly
pronounced;
> increased service costs and declining service quality because of
growing inefficiencies and service duplication;
> continued confusion among constituents and businesses as to which
government agency provides a specific service.
• Some predict current high quality of service continuing.
Taxes Generally predict increased service costs putting even greater pressure on
currently increasing tax rate.
Revenue Base Informants identified several important tax equity issues:
• City residents pay more than County residents for shared services;
• Owners of undervalued property in the urban services district experience a
"windfall" in service;
• The City's revenue base is getting poorer, but the County's base is getting
richer.
Table J : Inlerview Results—ContinuedSeparate Functioning ofCityandCounty Governments.
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Impacts On: Prospective Impacts Cited by Respondents
Services Short Run
• Majority envision a rise in short run service costs based on:
> the retention of both City and County employees;
> and, merger costs and equity pay issues, i.e., bringing county
employee pay up to that of city employees.
• An almost equal number expect no impact on short run service costs or
are imsure of potential impacts.
Lone Run
• Almost all respondents expect substantial long run benefits based on:
> the elimination of duplicate services and the cost of City/County
function coordination;
> and, savings from economies of scale.
• Nearly unanimous expectation of service quality improvement based on:
> an upgrade of county services as they are brought up to par with city
services;
> less confusion among citizens;
> and, less regulatory burden.
• Many believe that government service providers will be more effective when
accountable to only a single political body.
Taxes • Short run service costs will put increasing pressure on perceived current rise
in taxes, but in the long run, the dampening influence on rising service costs
will ease pressure on increasing taxes.
• Tax increases will vary by resident, e.g., some residents will have to pay
for service upgrades, and county residents will have to pay higher taxes
in order to 'carry their fair share.'
Business
Formation and
Job Growth
• Majority believe that businesses will perceive Durham as an increasingly
desirable location with a progressive, unified government that seeks to control
costs.
Government
Responsiveness
Great Majority envision improved government responsiveness based on:
• consolidation will "create a less diffuse political focus' and reduce "finger
pointing" when dealing with local problems;
• and, more focused resources to the area's problems;
Winners and
Losers
• Durham as a whole will benefit.
• However, some groups may lose:
> elected officials and department heads that lose their positions;
> county residents and those in the urban services district would pay
higher taxes without a commensurate increase in service level or
quality;
> county residents, liberal voting blocks and the African American
community may lose political power as the political base is diffused.
Recom-
mendations
• Some claim that the marner in which consolidation is carried out will have
the biggest impact on success.
• Many emphasize the need for a carefully planned, incremental consolidation,
some recommend study of the school merger to gain experience and lessons.
• Most believe that full political consolidation is imperative before merging
governmental functions.
• Some respondents view consolidation as an opportunity to downsize the
government, privatize certain services, or undergo major reorganizations.
• Merger objectives must be clear to avoid confusion and resentment, and there
must be a high level of public participation to ensure legitimacy.
1 . — =:=:
Table 2: Interview Results^Comptete GovernmenI Consolidation ofCity and County Governments
Interview Results
Interviews ofDurham
leaders provided insight-
ful information. The
study team interviewed
24 people, representing
a cross section of
Durham's business, po-
litical leaders from the
city and county, and com-
munity leaders, to gather
their perceptions of fu-
ture short-run (two to
three years) and long-
run (over three years)
impacts for two general
scenarios: continued
separate functioning of
the city and county gov-
ernments and a complete
government consolida-
tion. These interviewees
tended to be relatively
well-informed on con-
solidation issues, and thus
were able to speculate
on a wide array of con-
solidation impacts and
identify important issues.
The two tables entitled
"Interview Results"
summarize their re-
sponses.
Generally, the local
leaders cited few signifi-
cant short-run impacts if
the city and county gov-
ernments continue to
function separately.
They were more pessi-
mistic, however, regard-
ing long-run impacts, cit-
ing problems in service
duplication, constituent
confusion, growing inef-
ficiencies, and increas-
ing pressure on local tax
rates. They also pre-
dicted exacerbated prob-
lems oftax equity among
cify and county residents,
and those living within
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the urban service boundary (where the city provides
water and sewer service).
Under the scenario of a consolidated government,
respondents predict iittlechange,positiveornegative.
in the short-run. The most often cited short-run im-
pacts were increases in the cost of providing govern-
ment services as a result of reorganizing government
entities and possible increases in taxes to cover these
costs. The long-run impacts of consolidation were
expected to be significant, however, in the opposite
direction from the "no change" scenario. The great
majority saw substantial long-run positive impacts for
service quality, taxes and revenue base, and expected
the area to have a better image among businesses
considering a move to Durham. The results found no
discernible difference in perceptions of likely impacts
among respondents from different political interest
groups such as the Friends ofDurham and the People's
Alliance, business interests, and government organiza-
tions.
Many respondents did voice a strong caveat with
their predictions: the extent ofpositive impacts would
be contingent on how consolidation takes place. By
and large, respondents
recommended a cau-
tious, methodical process
for carrying out a con-
solidation and suggested
that public officials
clearly relate consolida-
tion objectives and pro-
cesses to the public and
to government person-
nel. Furthermore, the
leadership and person-
alities involved in a con-
sol idation effort were
widely perceived to hold
the key to success. A
majority of respondents
from a variety of inter-
ests also believed a city/
county government con-
solidation is inevitable
given the fact that
Durham is a large city in
a small county.
Respondents were
quite animated in mak-
ing specific recommen-
dations for carrying out
a full government con-
solidation, especially
those close to recent city/county department mergers
and those informed on the recent merger of the
Durham City and County school systems. They cited
some departments as candidates for early merging,
identified several opportunities presented by a consoli-
dation process, such as implementing a major govern-
ment reorganization, and speculated on which interests
would win and lose as a result of consolidation.
Although the interview results were not quantitative
and were based on speculation and opinion, they
nonetheless yielded significant and comprehensive
information on consolidation. In fact, the interviews
proved to be the most valuable source of information
for the study among the multiple study methods em-
ployed.
Business Survey Results
The possible impact ofgovernment consolidation on
Durham's business community should be an important
consideration in the consolidation decision. In orderto
assess the business community's opinions on the pro-
posed consolidation, the studyteam conducted a sample
. ..i-a.:.. - , .
Result Basis
Indifferent and Uninformed • The Business community is indifferent and uninformed about issue of
City and County government consolidation.
• "No opinion' or 'don't know the issue" were by far the most common
response to various statement about the consolidation.
Divided on cost, tax and
regulatory impacts
• Local businesses do not expect the consolidation to lower their overall
cost of doing business, lower their overall tax burden, or lower the amount
of regulation that they must face.
• Statements regarding these possibilities were fairly evenly divided
between agreement and disagreement.
Government will improve • They believe by almost a two-to-one margin that the level of
effectiveness of City/County services would improve under consolidation.
• They believe that the departmental mergers that have already taken place
(specifically tax collection and planning) have had a positive influence.
Concern and uncertainty on
consolidation process
• There is considerable concern about how consolidation would occur in
practice; many responses were prefaced with 'if done correctly' and
"ideally." Many believed consolidation could have overall positive results,
but often chose statements of negative impacts as their expected outcome.
• There was uncertainty about what stance a consolidated government
would take toward business.
• Many business owners are less concerned with the form of government
than with the opinions of the persons in that government. |{
Will not affect location
decision
• Only 10% of respondents felt that consolidation would impact their
decision on whether or not to relocate out of the City or County.
Table 3: Business Survey Results—Complete Consolidation ofCity and County Governments.
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survey ofDurham City and County businesses, using
a mailed questionnaire containing both choice and
open-ended questions. Table 3, entitled "Business
Survey Results," summarizes the results ofthe survey.
The business community survey provided few de-
finitive conclusions concerning consolidation, espe-
cially compared to the group of interviewed leaders.
There were many "no opinion" answers to both choice
and open-ended questions. The type of survey instru-
ment used may, in part, explain this pattern of result;
personal interviews are more likely to yield thorough
and thoughtful responses than a mail survey. Yet the
high frequency of"no opinions" can be interpreted as
an indication that businesses do not believe consolida-
tion will have much impact on them, and therefore
consolidation is not a very relevant issue for them. In
fact, the survey tested this issue of relevancy and
found that fewer than 1 percent of the respondents
felt that consolidation would impact their decision to
remain in their present location or relocate to another
city or county.
It was relatively difficult to draw many definitive
conclusions from those that did respond. Among the
respondents who held an opinion on consolidation, the
number who expected consolidation to have net posi-
tive impacts on their business was about equal to the
number who expected net negative impacts. For ex-
ample, business' expectations of consolidation's im-
pact on issues such as costs, tax burden, and regulation
were evenly divided between positive and negative,
and an equal number supported and opposed govern-
ment consolidation. The businesscommunity appeared
mixed on their support for government consol idation.
What business owners were most concerned about
was how consolidation might occur; the process was
more important to them than whether consolidation
occurs or not. Consolidation, like many changes in a
businessenvironment, will lead to uncertainty. Having
knowledge as to how elected and government leaders
will manage the consolidation process could alleviate
much ofthe anxiety among business leaders posed by
a change in local government structure in Durham.
Other Experiences with Consolidation and
Functional Mergers
The study team felt that the experiences of other
communities that have undergone consol idation could
be helpful as sources of lessons to be learned and
problems to be avoided as Durham wrestles with this
issue. From a lengthy list ofcity/county consolidations
that have taken place in the last thirty years, the team
selected five cases for study. These cases were areas
in the southeastern U.S., were "medium-sized," and
were similar to Durham. The areas were:
• Athens— Clarke County, Georgia (1990)
• Columbus— Muscogee County, Georgia ( 1 970)
• Houma— Terrebonne Parish, Louisiana ( 1 984)
• Jacksonville— Duval County, Florida (1967)
• Lexington— Fayette County, Kentucky ( 1 972)
Several generalizations can be made from the five
case studies:
• Economic development impacts appear minimal.
There were neither clear positive or negative changes
in the economic condition due to government con-
solidation. This conclusion is not surprising given
that many other factors and events occurring at the
same time as government restructuring were also
having effects on local and regional economic con-
ditions. Nonetheless, local informants did note that
consolidation improved the image for industrial re-
cruitment; prospective companies only had to deal
with one government when they located in the area,
and, in some cases, consolidation was followed by
more innovative public policies and comprehensive
planning.
• Fiscal and government employment impacts are
mixed. In some cases, local government employ-
ment increased in the short-run, but decreased to
pre-consolidation levels in the long-run. There did
not seem to be any major change in property tax
levels attributable to consolidation.
• Reactions to consolidation are generally positive.
Interviews with community leaders showed a gen-
eral satisfaction with consolidation. They often cited
improved government services and the elimination
of some confusing jurisdictional issues. No one
claimed that consolidation resulted in an overall
negative impact for their region.
The case studies suggest that the stimulation of
economic development should not be the primary
motivation for local government consolidation. Some
communities believed, however, that although the pre-
cise impacts of consolidation were unknown, there
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were intangible improvements in community image,
and that consolidation did not harm the region.
Merger ofDurham City and County
Planning Departments
Several of the larger Durham City and County
government departments have merged in the last ten
years, including the respective planning departments.
The results of this merger can provide some useful
lessons for what the results ofa complete consolidation
m ight be. Though the evidence we have on the impacts
of the merger are based upon perceptions taken from
interviews rather than on hard data, there is a general
belief that the overall result has been positive. The
principal results ofthe PlanningDepartments' merger
have been:
• There is no clear evidence that cost savings have
resulted from the merger because measuring plan-
ning efficiency in a growing urban area is extremely
difficult. However, the government has made staff
and budget cuts for reasons unrelated to the merger,
and the opportunity to reorganize may have lead to
efficiency gains through a more flexible staffstruc-
ture.
• Residents, businesses, and developers have
benefitted from service expansion and clarity. There
is a single set ofordinances, one planning office, and
one comprehensive plan.
• Employee morale generally remained high in the
merged departments. However, there were con-
cerns that the city operating procedures and work
"culture" dominated those ofthe county.
• There is a perception among rural residents that the
city is receiving a disproportionately high level of
control and benefit over the planning process.
Besides these impacts, the study team also identified
several very useful lessons to be learned from the
merger ofthe city and county planning departments:
• Broad consensus among the area's various interest
groups is essential for any possible proposal to
advance undereitherfunctionalmergerorcomplete
consolidation.
• Decision makers must listen to citizen and employee
concerns, and allow adequate time for community
participation in order to make the consolidation
process legitimate.
• A complete consolidation needs to recognize the
different service needs and desires ofthe rural and
the urbanized areas ofthe county.
Some ofthese lessons may be more applicable to a
full government consolidation than others. Further-
more, it is important not to generalize too much from
these lessons: different functions would most likely
have different merger experiences and results, and the
planning merger did not address one of the most
difficult consol idation issues to resolve—the structure
ofpolitical representation.
Conclusion
The study conducted for Durham cannot state with
certainty what impacts a consolidation of city and
county governments might bring. Although a varietyof
information was collected and multiple methods of
investigation were employed, no hard evidence was
found to support the idea that consolidation would likely
lead to significant positive benefits. On the other hand,
there is a belief among many civic and business
leaders, as well as officials from other areas that have
undergone city/county consolidations, that consolida-
tion would result in overall benefits for Durham. The
primary benefits may be an improved image of the
community among businesses that could potentially
expand or locate in the region, and an improvementand
expansion in the quality and level of government
serv ices. Perhaps the most important study conclusion
is that amidst the uncertainty ofconsolidation benefits,
no information source indicated that the long-run im-
pacts of consolidation would be negative.
There are also some relevant caveats and lessons to
guide a consolidation process. There is a belief that
consolidation, in and of itself, is not a panacea for
improving the operation oflocal government. Instead,
the manner in which consolidation is carried out, and
the personalities and competencies ofthose who man-
age a consolidation may be far more important for
ensuring success; close attention must be paid to the
process of consolidation. It must be well planned and
proceed at a pace that allows for adequate adjustment
and must incorporate a variety of interests and em-
ployee groups in order to claim legitimacy.
Given several changes over the last two decades, it
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is more likely that a government consolidation would be
approved now than when last proposed. This study has
identified possible positive and negative impacts of a
government consolidation and opportunities and issues
to be examined through the consolidation process.
Now it is up to Durham 's leadership to decide whether
or not consolidation will bring overal I positive results, if
consolidation is possible given the current political
environment, and ifconsolidation should be Durham 's
approach to reinventing government. Recently, Durham
convened a task force to study consolidation issues
such as a proposed structure for a consolidated gov-
ernment. Although the task force made its final recom-
mendations, consolidation is currently not a high prior-
ity among the area's political leaders, and therefore
action on consolidation is on hold, cp
Note
1. Durham City's population in 1990 was 136,376 while the
population of the County was 181,835 (U.S. Census ofPopu-
lation, 1990).
